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Insects are part of the food web. They are primary consumers of photosynthetic plants, but 

themselves become a rich source of nutrients for many insectivorous animals. Therefore, at all 

stages of their life they risk being eaten by birds, bats, lizards, spiders and other forest 

creatures. To avoid being the meal of another animal, butterflies have evolved a number of 

traits, from using their wing coloration patterns to camouflage with other natural elements, to 

developing eye spots or spines to repel or confuse potential predators. 

Coenophlebia archidona, ecuadorian amazon

Using wings to avoid being eaten

Stinging caterpillar 
of a Cracker Butter-
fly (Hamadryas sp.).

“Bird-dropping” 
larva of Heraclides 

thoas.

Pseudosphinx tetrio 
uses warning 
coloration and 

aggressive behavior 
when disturbed.

Camouflage. Some butterflies have com-
plex designs that may help them remain camou-

flaged in the forest. These two species (Tigridia 

acesta and Colobura dirce) usually spend long pe-

riods of time on tree trunks holding the wings 

closed, resting motionless. The dark stripes may 

break up their outline, making them hard to spot.

Scare predators away

Some make use of warning colorations, a combination of 

contrasting red, yellow and black. Others have stinging 

hairs and horns. Caterpillars that live in groups may also 

have a coordinated response to predators, flicking their 

bodies in unison.

Surviving in early stages
Larvae and pupae are particularly vulnerable to predation, but they have a number of defensive strategies.

Hiding in the jungle

Some prefer the use of camouflage. They may resemble 

dead leaves, pieces of wood and even bird poop. Like 

adults, some also have eye spots to deflect attack. 

False heads. When a bird is hunting a butterfly, it often aims at its head. Some 
Lycaenidae have movable tails that look just like antennae, so the predator thinks that 

the head is positioned at the back. The wing colors and designs also draw attention to-

wards the tails. When the bird attacks the tails break to let the butterfly escape.

Transparency. Other Nymphali-
dae, such as Cithaerias, are transparent. 

They inhabit the dark forest understory. When 

flying they seem to disappear  and re-appear 

with each wingbeat.

Eyespots. Wing designs can have con-
trasting circles that resemble eyes. It is thought that 

these eyes could trick predators into thinking that 

they are faced with a larger animal, which startles 

or deflects attack away from the head and body.


